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Chapter 9: Contact Info 


"You're glued to your phone lately, Yoshida-sempai," Mishima said, 
poking at her usual salmon dish with her chopsticks. 

This conversation again? I almost let out a sigh, but held it in. The 
memory of Ms. Goto pressing the same question was still fresh in my mind. 

"Ms. Goto said the same thing." 

I replied, frowning slightly, and Mishima gave me a clearly 
disappointed pout in response. 

"That means you've been doing it so much that even your bosses 
notice." 

"Well, it's not like it's against the rules or anything. I never hid it in the 
first place." 

"Hmph. I guess." 

Mishima let out a puff through her nose, then took a big mouthful of 
white rice and salmon. Once she'd chewed it and swallowed it down, she 
opened her mouth to speak again. I noticed that she spoke with her mouth 
full a lot less often as of late. I wondered if she was making a conscious 
effort not to. 

"Are you talking to Sayu?" 

"Yeah. Well, mostly." 

"Mostly?" 


"Yeah, mostly. I have a few other contacts as well, but she's the one 
who messages me most." 

"Huh..." 

Mishima then narrowed her eyes and extended her hand with the palm 
facing upwards to me, as if she was asking for something. 

"What?" 

"Show me, please." 

"Huh?" 

"Your contact list. I'm curious who all you're contacting." 

"Huhbhh...? Why would you need to know that?" 

I asked, but feeling that I had nothing in particular to hide from her, I 
took my smartphone out of my pocket anyway. I figured that dragging this 
conversation out any longer would be even more of a nuisance. 

I opened the messaging app, went to the 'Friends' screen, and handed 
the phone to Mishima. She took it from me, then looked shocked. 

"It's practically empty!" 

"T told you so." 

"Still, I didn't imagine it'd be this empty. Don't you even have any old 
school friends on here...?" 

"Those friends just email me. They're not the kinda people who chat 
on messaging apps." 

"T see... Ms. Goto, Sayu, and... Hm?" 

Mishima's brow suddenly furrowed. 


"Who's this 'Ao'...?" 


"Oh, that's Kanda-sempai." 

"...Hmm." 

Mishima glared at me, then said with contempt, "You move pretty 
quick, huh?!" 

"What are you talking about?!" 

"You've never asked for my contact info..." 

"I mean, I don't really need it." 

"But you needed Ms. Kanda's?! She's in a different division! What 
would you need hers for?!" 

"Shut up. It's not like I asked her for it! What are you getting so 
worked up over?!" 

Mishima was berating me in an extremely loud voice, so that made me 
raise my voice as well. If Hashimoto had been there, he would definitely 
have laughed at me. 

He was out on a rare lunch date with one of the managers at the 
moment, so Mishima and I were having our meal by ourselves. 

"I feel bad that you have so few friends, so I'll add mine to your list." 

"I told you, I don't need it." 

"Why do you keep telling me you don't need it?! That's kinda rude, 
don't you think?!" 

"And saying you feel bad for me for having so few friends isn't?!" 

Mishima puffed her cheeks out as she tapped away on my smartphone 
screen. A few moments later, she showed me the screen. In my contact list, 


the name 'Yu' had been added to my 'Friends' list. 


"Why "Yu'?" 

"It's short for "Yuzuha.' More importantly, why is your name 'Yoshida- 
man'?" 

"Why's everyone always gotta point that out?" 

I'd never once expected that my randomly-selected username, 
"Yoshida-man,' would end up being the butt of so many different people's 
jokes. 

"Okay. Here you go." 

Mishima handed my phone back to me and picked her chopsticks up 
again. I put the phone back into my pocket, then took a slurp of my Chinese 
noodles. For some reason, these noodles go soggy quicker than other places 
and were now quite soft. That said, I don't really mind these soggy noodles. 

"Uhh... Yoshida-sempai." 

Mishima's voice was quiet. Her eyes were fixed on the tabletop, and in 
stark contrast to how she'd been acting just moments earlier, she looked 
very miserable. 

"...What is it?" 

Surprised by her sudden change in mood, I stopped moving my 
chopsticks and looked at her. 

"T...1 feel like we've been working together for a pretty long time now." 

"Yeah, that's true." 

"We eat lunch together regularly, and we went to see a movie 
together." 

"We did." 


My simple response earned a momentary glare from Mishima, but she 
just as quickly looked back down at the table. 

"...1 thought that had made us closer. So when you tell me you don't 
need my contact information...that kinda hurts." 

My mouth fell open in response, being at a loss for words. 

"Don't you think it'd be nice if you saw me as a little more than just 
your junior?" 

a boa 

"Yoshida-sempai... Does my existence really mean so little to—" 

"Hold up there." 

I cut Mishima off mid-sentence and waved my hands back and forth in 
denial. 

"What's going on with you? I never said anything like that." 

"If I really do matter to you, then why can't we swap contact info, even 
if it's not important? I don't think this is about whether you need it. You just 
don't want it." 

"No, that's not what I meant at all..." 

We had our wires crossed. I wasn't refusing to exchange contact 
information with Mishima because I didn't find her attractive. 

"Well...you see..." 

I wanted to tell her how I felt, but I had a hard time putting it into 
words. 

"It's not really about how I feel about you. Mishima...I've always got 


on with you better than people in the office, just like with Hashimoto and 


Endo. It's just..." 

It wasn't that I didn't find her attractive. Quite the opposite, in fact. 

"Now that we've exchanged contact info without actually needing to 
contact each other, I'm not sure what on Earth we're meant to talk to each 
other about." 

"Huh?" 

Mishima blinked in surprise. Undeterred, I continued my explanation; 
if I were to stop there, I'd lose the thread of what feelings I was exploring, 
and I felt the opportunity to do so wouldn't come again. 

"I'm a pretty boring guy, and even though you went to the trouble of 
exchanging contact info with me, I don't have anything fun to discuss with 
you. It'd be different if I had more things to talk about... I don't send people 
messages unless I have to, and even when people message me, I never have 
anything interesting to say back." 

I tried desperately to express my feelings. Putting them into words 
gave me the opportunity to view them objectively and make sense of how I 
felt. 

As I said this, however, the scowl on Mishima's face was getting 
fiercer and fiercer. The instant I finished speaking, an impatient response 
came flying out of her mouth. 

"No... Huh...? Wh-what are you talking about? It makes no sense 
whatsoever." 

Mishima said in a slightly shaky voice, scratching her head in 


confusion. 


"So what you're trying to say Is..." 

She narrowed her eyes and glared at me. 

"...you're not interesting enough to trade contact info with me for no 
particular reason, right?" 

"W-well... To put it simply, yeah." 

"Huhhh...?! Give me a break." 

Mishima let out an overt sigh, then added another short, venomous 
remark. 

"You're acting like an idiot." 

"Huh?" 

"No, you're not just acting like one. You are one, Yoshida-sempai." 

"Wait, what? Why are you getting so aggressive?" 

The way she'd suddenly started verbally assaulting me had left me 
confused, but my attitude must have just angered her even more because 
she then raised her voice at me. 

"You're more than just an idiot. You're arrogant, too! Every single 
choice you make is based on your values alone, Yoshida-sempai. 
Sometimes, I think that's a good thing about you, but right now, it's the 
absolute worst." 

Mishima was talking faster and faster. Even so, what she said cut me to 
the core. It was the same thing that Kanda-sempai said just the day before. 

"That might work for you, but what about my feelings?" 

"What about your feelings?" 


"I'm saying...!" 


Mishima's eyes opened wide. She was clearly enraged. However, once 
she'd taken a deep breath, her shoulders dropped, as if something had 
surprised her, and she exhaled slowly. It was like she was about to yell at 
me but decided against it. 

".... want you to swap contact information with me, Yoshida-sempai." 

"Well, I mean...you just forced me to." 

"Who would snatch someone's phone to exchange contact information 
if they didn't really want to?" 

"...No one, probably." 

"No one." 

Mishima let out a huff out of her nose, then lowered her voice and 
continued. 

"I don't ask just anyone for their contact information, you know. In 
fact, you're the only person at work who I've asked for their contact 
information." 

She then cast a quick glance my way before looking away just as fast. 
For some reason, her cheeks seemed redder than usual. 

"IT asked you because I like you, Yoshida-sempai." 

After a few seconds of tense silence, she added a few more words. 

",,.In a way, I mean." 

"In a way, huh?" 

When I picked out her statement, she puffed her cheeks out in 


displeasure, but soon let out a sigh. 


"Haaah... I'm just saying I wanted your contact info so much that I 
literally forced you to add me. Now do you understand?" 

"Well...when you put it that way, I guess so." 

I nodded, earning another sigh from Mishima, who then picked up her 
chopsticks as if she'd just remembered they were there. Seeing her do this 
reminded me about my own half-finished meal, and I looked at the bowl 
sitting in front of me. The noodles had obviously gone completely soggy. I 
frantically picked up my chopsticks and slurped up a mouthful of noodles, 
but they were the soggiest noodles I'd ever tasted. You could hardly even 
consider them noodles at that point, and they didn't taste very good. 

We continued to eat in silence for a few minutes, but as soon as 
Mishima had finished eating all of her salmon, she whispered something to 
me. 

"...If it's not too much trouble, I'm gonna invite you to see another 
movie." 

She left it at that and sipped at her clam miso soup to hide her obvious 
embarrassment. 

"Sure." 

I answered shortly, then finished the rest of my noodles. 

The things I felt, and the things other people wanted... 

I could only ever perceive things based on how I saw them. Even so, 
my conversation with Kanda-sempai and the one I'd just had with Mishima 
had taught me that I'd probably been considering my perspective far too 


much. 


In the past, I'd always told myself that I was bad at talking to women 
because I couldn't keep up with their conversations, but perhaps that was 
just because I was a really difficult person to talk to. 

I felt this was an extremely difficult problem to address. 

I knew that the world didn't revolve around me, but no matter how 
hard I tried to see things differently, the place where I was standing was the 
center of my world. 

My phone suddenly began to vibrate in my pocket. I hurriedly pulled it 
out to find that I'd got a message from 'Yu.' 

"Your noodles have got soggy. They look super gross." 

I frowned as I read the message. That's your fault, I thought, but 
caught myself before I verbalized this accusation. 

Mishima had gone out of her way to send me a message that she could 
have just as easily said to me out loud. I felt 1t only appropriate to reply to it 
in the same way. 

"These are the worst Chinese noodles I've ever had." 

I replied, earning a snicker from Mishima. Then, she cast a glance my 
way. 

"You're so blunt, Yoshida-sempai. You're like a little kid." 

She said, before giggling again. 

"T like that about you as well." 

Seeing her face beaming with amusement made me smile, too. 

How was I supposed to interpret that? I gave it a little thought, but 


when I stole a glance at the expression on her face, she just looked like she 


was cracking a joke, so I still had no idea. 


Chapter 10: Summer Festival 


With Kanda-sempai's transfer to our department and Mishima's strange 
outburst in the cafeteria, it had been an emotionally exhausting week—but 
now, it was finally over. 

When the weekend came around, I started by spending so much time 
in bed that even J knew I was definitely oversleeping. Sayu woke me up 
every day during the week, but on weekends, she never did, no matter how 
much I slept. 

I took advantage of this and went back to sleep two or three times until 
I worked up the energy to get up naturally. Before I knew it, it was already 
past 3 pm. I went to bed at just after 12 am the night before, which, 
according to my simple calculations, meant that I got around fifteen hours 
of sleep. As expected, I wasn't tired in the slightest after that much sleep, so 
all it took was a shake of the head and I was wide awake. 

I lifted my head up, looked to the side, and saw Sayu lying on the 
carpet, curled up into a ball like a roly-poly. 

"...Good morning, Sayu." 

"Morning." 

She replied, not looking my way. She sounded unusually drained and 
seemed like she wasn't quite there. 

"What time did you wake up?" 


"Hmm?" 


"Did you only just wake up?" 

"Hrrrm..." 

As I asked her these questions, I realized how strange she was acting. 
She was clearly not present in the conversation. 

I took in a short breath, then called out her name, this time in a 
somewhat louder voice. 

"Sayu!" 

"Argh!" 

This gave Sayu a start. Then, she turned to face me, looking surprised. 

"...Good morning." 

"G-good morning." 

"Were you sleeping?" 

"N-no, I was awake. Sorry. I was just kinda spaced out..." 

She replied, and I smiled bitterly. I could tell just by looking at her that 
she was more than a little dazed. 

"Is something on your mind?" 

I asked her as I got up out of bed. Sayu slowly got up, too, but the look 
on her face was difficult to describe. A few moments later, though, she gave 
me a goofy, relaxed smile. 

"Nah, not really." 

She said. 

"...You sure?" 

The way she was acting seemed a little off, but I didn't think there was 


any point pressing the issue after she'd insisted there was nothing on her 


mind, so I had second thoughts and decided not to push it any further. 

I thought about bringing up a new topic of conversation, but I couldn't 
really think of anything, so I just sat cross-legged on my bed, leaning 
against the wall. Sayu had also sat up and was staring at the floor, spaced 
out. Her hair was matted against one of her cheeks, perhaps because she'd 
been rolling around on the floor, and I ended up staring right at it. I could 
have easily moved it out of the way using my finger. As much as I wanted 
to, the fact that I'd just woken up meant my body felt sluggish, and I 
couldn't work up the energy to stand up and do so. 

Sayu suddenly happened to look my way, and our eyes met. We stared 
at one another for a few seconds. She still had a vacant expression on her 
face, and even though we were looking into each other's eyes, she looked 
like she was thinking about something else entirely. 

"When I thought about going home to Hokkaido..." 

Sayu started speaking unexpectedly, and I couldn't help but flinch in 
surprise. For a moment, I was worried whether it was really me she was 
talking to, but I was the only other person in the room, so I knew it must 
have been directed at me. 

"I definitely felt like I didn't wanna go back, but..." 

Sayu stopped there and gave me a self-deprecating smile. Then, she 
looked back down to the floor. 

"Do I not want to go just because I don't feel like it? Or..." 

She muddled through her words, her eyes still fixed on the ground, 


before looking back at me. 


"Or is it because I don't wanna leave you, Mr. Yoshida...?" 

Her words came out meekly, and she cast her gaze downward again. 

"T don't know anymore." 

After that, she fell silent again. 

My mouth hung half-open. I was also at a loss for words. 

During the rainy season, Sayu told me she would think about her 
future. She had clearly implied that she would prepare to go back to where 
she was supposed to, and we'd made an important promise. 

After all of the effort she'd put in to achieve that goal, it came to me as 
a surprise to hear her whining about how she didn't want to go home. 

I had absolutely no intention to reprimand her about that in particular, 
and if her family home was bad enough to make her want to run away from 
it in the first place, then it was only natural that she still didn't feel positive 
about going back. I was just surprised that she'd voiced those thoughts. 

For as long as I had known her, I felt like Sayu was the kind of person 
who considered other people's feelings too much. She'd promised me she'd 
go back, but now she was saying she didn't want to. I could imagine her 
usual self would overthink it and expect me to think she was taking 
advantage or not fulfilling her promise. In which case, what did it mean that 
she still came out and said this to me? 

And the other part, about her not wanting to leave me, also weighed on 
my mind. 

Naturally, I did feel that Sayu and I had fostered a relationship of trust 


over the extended period of time we'd spent together—but had I become so 


important to her that she would say out loud that she didn't want to leave 
me? 

"That's..." 

At this point, I shook my head. The verbal barrage that I'd endured 
from Kanda-sempai and Mishima came rushing back to mind. 

"That's something...only you know." 

I knew this reply was far too casual and wasn't at all what she was 
looking for, but I said it anyway. It was the only response I could come up 
with. 

Sayu blinked a few times, dumbfounded. Then, unable to hold it in, 
she started snickering. 

"That's true. Sorry. I shouldn't have said anything." 

With that, she gave me a listless smile. 

"Nah, it's fine... You wanted to say it, anyway, didn't you?" 

I replied, and Sayu smiled bitterly with a guilty look on her face, 
before giving a small nod. 

"...Yeah. I was thinking about it the whole time you were asleep." 

"That...must've sucked." 

"... Yeah." 

I felt like her voice sounded more nasal than it had before, but she 
quickly gave a snort and looked up. Then, she stood and made her way 
toward the kitchen. 

I gazed at her idly as she walked away, but she soon returned with a 


cup of water in hand. 


"Here." 

"Huh?" 

"Water. If you drink a cup after you wake up, your stomach will start 
working, and you'll feel refreshed." 

"Huh? For real?" 

"T saw it online." 

"Sounds like BS... Thanks anyway, though." 

I took the cup off her and had a drink of the water. My throat was 
sticky because I'd just woken up, and so it felt as if the water absorbed 
straight into my body. I took advantage of the momentum my first gulp 
gave me and emptied the rest of the cup in one go. 

"Oh, you can really down it, huh?" 

"Shut up." 

I stood up out of bed and went to put the empty cup in the sink. 

The moment I put it down, I thought I heard a quiet explosion. I turned 
back around to look at Sayu. 

"Did you hear that?" 

"Huh?" 

She cocked her head in confusion. 

"T didn't hear anything." 

Judging from her reaction, she really hadn't. 

"...I guess I heard wrong." 

As soon as I finished my sentence, I heard the rumbling sound again; it 


was coming from outside. 


"Oh!" 

"I knew I heard something." 

Sayu must have heard it this time, because she was nodding 
vigorously. 

We stayed still for a few seconds, not saying a thing. After a fixed 
interval, we heard the same sound coming from outside again. 

Sayu tilted her head to one side, then made a suggestion. 

"...Fireworks?" 

"It can't be. No one launches fireworks this time of day." 

It had only just gone 3 pm. The sun had only just started to set, and it 
was by no means dark enough to enjoy the full beauty of fireworks. 

"Oht" 

That's how far I got before I rushed back to bed. Then, I switched on 
my laptop, which I'd left beside my bed. 

"What's up?" 


Sayu, seemingly curious, peered at my computer screen from beside 


"No, I just realized what it might be." 

I opened my browser and typed the name of our nearby station into the 
search bar, followed by the word 'festival.' 

I immediately found out that my assumption had been right. 

The search results showed information about a summer festival that 
stretched from the giant shrine no more than a ten-minute walk from here to 


the shopping street in the same neighborhood. 


"It says it's today. It's sunny, so that must have been the signal gun 
announcing the festival." 

"Oh, I see." 

Sayu nodded in acknowledgement. Then, she narrowed her eyes 
slightly, looking like she was staring into space, and muttered something to 
herself. 

"The summer festival..." 

Her voice was steeped in nostalgia, and yet she also sounded like she 
was talking about a concept that was totally foreign to her. 

"Wanna go?" 

I asked, before I gave myself the chance to think it through. 

"Huh?" 

Sayu looked my way in surprise and let out a sudden, uncharacteristic 
yelp. 

"The summer festival. Wanna go?" 

I asked again, but Sayu just blinked repeatedly and averted her gaze. 

"Uhh, I guess... The summer festival... Sure." 

She looked around the floor aimlessly, then got a little fidgety. 

"It might surprise you to hear, but..." 

"Yeah?" 

"I haven't been to a summer festival since I entered high school." 

"Huh...? Really?" 

It did surprise me to hear that. I always thought of summer festivals as 


places where middle schoolers and high schoolers had fun with the friends 


or the people they were dating. 

"Yeah. I didn't have any friends to go with, and I never thought about 
going on my own." 

“wel, Seey’ 

Sayu explained this as if it were insignificant, but I still felt pretty 
conflicted over it. 

She was nice, easy to get along with, and pretty, too, for that matter. 
Most of all, however, she was as considerate of others as you could get. It 
was hard to imagine that someone like her could have no friends. When I 
considered why that could be, the only things that came to mind were 
extremely unpleasant to think about. 

I forced these pointless thoughts out of my mind, and at almost that 
exact moment, Sayu looked up at me. 

"So, yeah... I think I wanna go, if you'll go with me. To the summer 
festival." 

She said with a gentle smile on her face. 

Considering I'd spent most of the afternoon asleep, going for a walk 
around the festival at night wouldn't be such a bad idea. 

I was thinking about just grabbing a few items of casual clothing at 
random and getting changed, but then, an idea sprung to mind. 

"Do you want to wear a yukata? It is the summer festival, after all." 

"Huh? A yukata...?" 

Sayu's eyes sparkled as she said this. She must have wanted to wear 


one. 


"Do you have one...?" 

"Nah, not here. What kind of single guy owns a yukata?" 

"G-good point... Why did you ask, then?" 

"You can rent one, you know. I'm pretty sure there's a place in front of 
the station that does it." 

I looked it up on the internet as I said this, and sure enough, there was 
a yukata rental shop at the station. 

"Looks like they cost about three thousand yen to rent. You do have a 
part-time job. What's wrong with splurging a little every so often?" 

If we went to pick one up right away, we'd have time to get it fitted and 
go down to the shrine before the festival even started. 

Sayu looked a little hesitant about my suggestion, but she closed her 
lips tight and gave me an enthusiastic nod. 

* 

"I didn't expect there to be so many other people waiting their turn 
there..." 

"Well, it is the only yukata fitting place at the festival's closest station, 
so it was bound to be like this." 

Sayu and I were walking from the station to the shrine that would host 
the festival. 

The yukata fitter was far busier than I'd ever imagined it would be, and 
although we'd left our home right away and got there before 4 pm, by the 
time Sayu had finished having her yukata fitted and we'd left the store, it 


was past 6 pm. 


Although the days were long in the summer, by this time, the sky was 
naturally getting dark. 

Sayu, who was walking beside me, made a clacking sound with every 
step she took; her yukata had come with a pair of wooden clogs. 

I hadn't been able to look at her for some time. 

"Oh, looks like it's already started." 

I could just about make out some bright streetlights in the direction we 
were walking. That must have been the shopping arcade. I could also hear 
lively festival music being played. 

"It really is a festival." 

Sayu said excitedly, and I chuckled. 

"What are you talking about? You're already in a yukata!" 

"No, it just...didn't feel real until now." 

Sayu replied, giggling. 

"You were the one who suggested we went to the summer festival and 
that I wore a yukata. It didn't really hit me while I was having the yukata 
fitted." 

"How? We're practically there already." 

"Yeah. They're really having a festival there. And we're going." 

She said, as if she was making sure she understood, her shoulders 
bobbing up and down. I might not have been looking at her, but I was sure 
she had that carefree smile on her face. 

The lights and festival music got closer and closer, and the shopping 


arcade was finally just around the corner. For some reason, neither of us 


said a thing as we quietly turned into it. 

Our surroundings suddenly got a lot brighter, and things felt a lot more 
lively. 

"Whoa..." 

I heard Sayu let out a gasp of wonder from beside me. 

The shopping arcade was packed. I never knew that this many people 
even lived in this area. 

"Haha..." 

Sayu picked up her pace a little and walked in front of me, her mouth 
hanging agape. Her walk slowly became a trot, and her eyes were glistening 
with fascination as she took in all the sights around her. Seeing the way she 
was acting brought home what she'd said earlier: she really hadn't been to a 
festival since starting high school. The look on her face was like a child's on 
their first trip to a theme park. 

Having taken a look around, she suddenly turned back to face me. 
Then, she gave me an enthralled smile. 

"It's amazing!" 

That was when I finally got a good look at Sayu in her yukata from 
front-on. 

Her orange kimono was glowing in the shopping arcade lights. Her 
hair, which usually fell simply about her shoulders, was done up today, and 
was held in place with a hairclip of some kind. The light layer of makeup 
she wore made her face shine with color in the festival lighting. 


"Y-yeah... It is." 


I found myself looking away as I replied to her. 

"Hey, Mr. Yoshida." 

I thought Sayu was still a few steps ahead, but before I knew it, she 
popped up right in front of me. She forced herself into my field of vision 
and peered at me. I couldn't help myself from looking at her any longer. 

"What do you think of my yukata?" 

She finally asked. I'd avoided that topic when she came out of the store 
after having it fitted, and I'd avoided it as we made our way to the shopping 
arcade, too. 

The truth was, however, that it suited her astonishingly well. 

There was a grown-up atmosphere to her appearance—far removed 
from the image of a yukata-clad high school student I had in my mind—but 
at the same time, she still possessed a certain youthfulness that high 
schoolers should. The bright orange color of her garb brought out her 
natural attributes even more, and it had me flustered from the moment I saw 
it. 

"Hey, you haven't looked at me once since I put this on." 

Sayu said in a sulky tone of voice, so I looked her way. When I did so, 
she gently lifted her sleeves up to show off her attire, then asked me again. 

"What do you think?" 

I stared right at Sayu. It felt like she was being illuminated by all the 
lights as if they were her own personal spotlight. She consumed my vision, 
and the festival surrounding became no more than a hazy backdrop. 


"You're beautiful." 


I replied, without realizing what I was saying. 

Sayu's mouth fell half-open, shocked. I also spent a few seconds 
reflecting on what I'd just said. 

At almost the exact same moment, both our faces went red. 

What was I doing, saying stuff like that to a high schooler? I should 
have just kept things simple and said she looked cute. My comment must 
have came as a surprise to Sayu, too, because her face had turned beet-red. 
However, whereas I'd immediately averted my gaze away from her, she had 
continued to stare straight at my face. I didn't need to look at her to know 
her eyes were fixed on my flushed cheeks. 

"Does that mean...I'm...?" 

Sayu started to ask me something, but her voice was faint. As quiet as 
her voice was, her words seemed to ring loud and clear in my ears. 

"Even more beautiful than...Ms. Goto...?" 

"Huh?" 

I looked at Sayu's face in surprise. It had turned a deep, boiled red. 

Why was she bringing up Ms. Goto at a time like this? I was asking 
myself this silently in my mind when a child, who had walked right past 
me, shouted something in a loud voice. 

"Mom, the taiko drums are starting! !" 

A woman who was following the child—presumably his mother— 
replied, "Really? We better hurry, then!" and scurried after him. 

"...It sounds like there's going to be a taiko drum performance. Do you 


want to go and see it?" 


I asked Sayu. Her eyes wavered for a moment, and then she slowly 
closed them. 

"Yes, I do!" 

"Okay, let's go, then. It's probably at the little central plaza." 

"All right. I'll follow you." 

I stepped next to Sayu, who'd been standing in front of me, then started 
making my way to the plaza. 

It felt like my heart was racing slightly. 

Sayu's question had completely confounded me. It was difficult for me 
to compare Sayu, who was in front of me, with the image of Ms. Goto that I 
had in my mind, and say who I found the most beautiful. In fact, the 
problem wasn't that it was difficult to answer—it was that I definitely didn't 
want to. 

However, I couldn't help but admit that my former self would have 
unequivocally answered, "Of course Ms. Goto!" That thought sent my mind 
into a frantic spiral. 

I wondered whether I'd been looking at Sayu as a woman, rather than 
just a high school girl. 

Up until then, I'd thought of high school girls simply as high school 
girls, and nothing more; they were just kids who were a whole lot younger 
than I was. However, it felt like I was now looking at Sayu differently. 

"Mr. Yoshida! W-wait up!" 

I heard a voice calling out to me. When I turned around, I saw that 


Sayu was trailing behind somewhat. I must have picked up my pace while I 


was lost in thought. 

"Sorry." 

"So many people, huh." 

Sayu didn't put me down, but instead looked around the area with a 
troubled smile on her face. The concentration of people had certainly 
increased the closer we drew to the plaza, making it difficult to walk 
straight ahead. Sayu was also wearing wooden clogs, so it would be better if 
I maintained a pace to match hers. 

As I dwelled on the situation, I felt my right wrist suddenly grow 
warm. That was when I realized that Sayu had grabbed hold of it. 

I looked at her in surprise, and she looked down at the ground, 
blushing slightly. 

"T-I won't lose you this way..." 

"...Y-yeah. Makes sense." 

I scratched my nose with my left hand, a strange sense of 
embarrassment coming over me. 

The resounding sound of taiko drums was coming from the plaza. We 
were still some way away, but the sound was already deafening. 

"Sounds like it's started." 

"Sure does." 

"Let's go." 

With Sayu's hand still grasped around my wrist, I weaved my way 
through the throng of people. 


I would usually find a crowd this big uncomfortable, but it didn't feel 
that bad now. 


I was more concerned about how extremely hot my face felt. 


* 


With two men playing a large taiko drum and a pair of women playing 
smaller ones, it was a very exciting show. 

The drums had a mellow resonance, which was pleasant to listen to, 
and with each rapid strike of the drums, the crowd would cry out in joy. 

As we watched the show, I pondered on the fact that a festival like this 
was held every year so close to my home. Now that I thought about it, I 
could vaguely remember there being one night a year where I'd hear taiko 
drums like these. Every time, I'd think to myself, /s there an actual festival 
going on? 

I might have lived in the same place for over five years, but I'd never 
set foot in the festival. This reminded me how little effort I'd put into my 
personal life. I almost never got the urge to go out and do anything 
stimulating. 

However, now that I was at the festival, it was really fun. Each and 
every person looked elated, and we were all gathered in the same place, 
enjoying the same event. I hadn't had an experience like that since I left 
school. 

I glanced at Sayu out of the corner of my eye and saw that she was 
completely immersed in the taiko drum performance. 

If it weren't for her, I wouldn't have come. 

My life had truly turned on its head since I'd met her. I'd started eating 


three meals a day, went out slightly more frequently on my days off, and 


most importantly, I got to speak to another person more often. I wasn't just a 
worker drone anymore—I felt a little more human. 

If I hadn't picked her up off the street that day, would I still have been 
living my simple life, commuting between work and home? I had faint hope 
that my life would be blissful if I were dating Ms. Goto, but at the end of 
the day, I wasn't dating her now, either. 

If I'd never met Sayu... 

That thought passed through my mind, and then I snapped back to the 
present. 

The sound of the drums had become fiercer. The performance was 
nearing an end. The audience raised their voices in excitement, and I felt 
like I was the only one who'd been left behind. 

If I'd never met Sayu... 

When I tried to imagine it, I suddenly realized something. 

I couldn't imagine life without her anymore. 

I couldn't picture my life without Sayu. She was ingrained in every 
part of my life. 

I tried to force myself to imagine a life without her, which made me 
shudder. 

The only thing I could picture was the incredible loneliness I would 
feel. 

"...-Shida..." 


"Huh? What is it?" 


I felt like I heard Sayu call out to me in the gap between the drums, so 
I looked to my side. What I found made my heart skip a beat. 

Sayu had disappeared. 

"Huh?" 

I looked all around, but all I saw were unfamiliar faces. Sayu was 
nowhere to be seen. 

"Sayu?" 

In a panic, I waded through the crowd and broke free. I walked out 
onto the shopping arcade street, which had been deserted since all the 
festival-goers had gathered in the plaza, and had another look around. There 
was still no sign of her. She should have been easy enough to spot in the 
colorful yukata.. 

One noticeably striking beat of the drum echoed in the night air and 
was followed by applause from the plaza. The taiko drum show must have 
finished. The onlookers who were in the plaza began to disperse in every 
direction onto the street. The timing couldn't have been worse. 

I wound my way through the flowing tide of bodies, searching for 
Sayu, but still found no trace of her. 

Where could she have gone all of a sudden? Not that much time could 
have passed between the moment I looked at her during the show and the 
moment I realized she was missing. She shouldn't have been able to walk 
too far away in such a short timespan... Unless somebody took her away. 

A shiver ran down my spine at the thought. I remembered having the 


same thoughts the last time she went missing from home, some months 


earlier. It turned out that she hadn't been kidnapped, and I was fortunately 
able to find her in the end. That didn't mean it was always going to be that 
way. 

I continued working my way through the crowd. My eyes never 
stopped moving as I searched for Sayu. Then, an orange yukata caught my 
eye. The girl had long hair that was held up with a hairclip, and her black 
hair had a brownish tinge to it. 

"Sayu!" 

I called out reflexively, then grabbed her by the shoulder from behind. 

"Huh?" 

When the girl turned around, however, it wasn't Sayu. She looked at 
me, wide-eyed. Upon closer look, the pattern on her kimono was quite 
different from Sayu's. 

"Oh... Sorry, I thought you were someone else." 

I frantically let go of her shoulder. A bitter smile came to her face, and 
she disappeared back into the crowd. 

I let out a sigh and began walking around again. It seemed like the best 
thing to do for the time being would be to leave the crowd. 

I headed over to a quieter area, but I still couldn't find Sayu. I never 
usually did much exercise, so I was gradually getting out of breath. 

"Oh, Mr. Yoshida! I've been looking for you!" 

I heard a voice coming from directly behind me, and when I turned to 
look, there stood Sayu. After a moment of dumbfounded silence, I found 


myself yelling at her. 


"Where the hell did you go!?" 

"Huh? I told you, I just went to the restroom." 

"... The restroom?" 

Sayu looked at me with a puzzled expression on her face. 

"Uh, wait. Why are you so out of breath?" 

"...Oh. The restroom." 

It seemed like I hadn't just imagined her calling out to me during the 
taiko performance. She was probably just telling me she was going to the 
restroom. She had probably started walking in the opposite direction when I 
turned round. 

I let out a big sigh. 

"W-were you looking for me...?" 

"... Yeah." 

"S-sorry. I was actually wondering where you went. I guess we both 
went looking for each other." 

Sayu took a step toward me and peered at my face closely. 

"A-are you okay?" 

"Yeah. Why wouldn't I be?" 

"It's just...you're breathing so heavily." 

"I said I'm fine, all right? It's not like I'm a senior citizen or anything." 

I turned my face away to avoid her stare, and she snickered at my 
petulance. 

"You always come looking for me when I disappear, Mr. Yoshida," she 


said. 


Then, she came over to stand beside me and elbowed me in the side. 

"I remember you came up to me panting and yelling when I was 
talking to Ms. Yuzuha in the park that one time, too, Mr. Yoshida." 

"...Shut up." 

I'd just been thinking about that as well. 

Sayu peered at my face again. Then, she gave me a mischievous smile. 

"So you'd be really stressed out like that when I go missing, Mr. 
Yoshida?" 

Her words made my heart skip a beat. 

It was true, which would explain how I've been acting. 

When she disappeared right before my eyes, I couldn't help but worry 
that she might have been kidnapped—but was I really worried that she had 
been kidnapped and that something bad had happened to her? Or was I 
really just scared that she'd disappear from my life? 

"...] guess so." 

I thought about it, and then found some words naturally escaping my 
lips. 

"When you disappeared... I lost my mind." 

I looked Sayu in the eyes while I spoke. Her eyes flickered as if she 
was shaken. Then, she looked down. 

"T-I see...I'm sorry." 

She said in a soft voice, then timidly grasped my wrist. 


"I... won't go anywhere." 


When I felt her tightening her grip around my wrist, I found myself 
reflexively telling her what I thought. 

"Hey... Are you really gonna go home?" 

"Huh?" 

Her eyes opened wide in response to my question, showing me how 
confused she was by what I'd said. 

I was even more confused than she was. 

"Oh, ubh..." 

Why had I asked her that? I had absolutely no idea. 

Sayu was going home. I was giving her some extra time to gather up 
the resolve to do it—that was the kind of relationship we were supposed to 
have. Sayu had finally announced to me that she was going to prepare 
herself for that, and now there I was, asking her a question as outrageous as 
that. 

"Never mind... Forget it." 

"Uh, o-okay..." 

Sayu gave an ambiguous nod, then went quiet. I didn't have anything 
to offer, either. 

"O-oh yeah..." 

Unable to bear the silence, I looked toward the shopping arcade. 

"They're selling loads of different food over there. Why don't we go 
and have a look?" 

Sayu cast a startled glance toward the arcade as well, then nodded 


repeatedly. 


"T'll buy whatever you want." 

"Th-thanks." 

We walked side-by-side as we looked around food stalls together. 
There were stir-fried noodles, frankfurters, deep-fried octopus, and 
chocolate-covered bananas. All the foods that you'd imagine them to sell at 
a summer festival were on offer. 

"Oh." 

Of all the numerous food stands, the one that Sayu stopped at was 
selling cotton candy. 

A kind-looking older gentleman was pouring sugar into the donut- 
shaped cotton candy machine. He took some cash off a child with a smile, 
then began adeptly working the edible cotton around a wooden skewer. 

"Cotton candy..." 

Sayu murmured the words. 

"You want one?" 

"Yeah. I've always wanted to try it. No one would buy me one at 
festivals when I was little. I remember that time so well." 

Her eyes narrowed as if she were lost in reminiscence. 

"All right. Let's get one." 

I said. Sayu began rummaging through her drawstring pouch, so I 
stopped her. 

"T said I'd buy you whatever you wanted." 


"T-I can afford something as cheap as this." 


I thought to myself, That's not it at all. I just want to buy you 
something little. 

But then, I understood. 

Was this what Kanda-sempai and Mishima were talking about? Well, 
that explained the frustration. 

"It's fine." 

As I watched the child take the cotton candy from the man and skip off 
happily out of the corner of my eye, I began saying something to Sayu. 

"T just want to buy it for you." 

Having told her how I really felt, I stood in front of the man who ran 
the cotton candy stall. 

"One, please." 

"Okay. That'll be a hundred yen, please." 

I took a hundred-yen coin out of my wallet and handed it to the vendor. 

I waved my hand to call over Sayu, who was standing a few steps 
away, looking spaced out. 

"C'mon! Don't you wanna see how cotton candy is made?" 

"Uh... Yeah." 

Sayu darted over with a start and approached the cotton candy 
machine. 

We watched, fascinated, as the vendor spun a skewer within the 
machine and quickly gathered a bundle of the sugary cotton. 

"Hey." 


Sayu called out to me, and I looked toward her. Still looking at the 
cotton candy machine, she began to murmur something. 

"Why did you ask me that question earlier?" 

I'd assumed we'd let that topic go, so hearing her bring it up again 
made me feel like someone was squeezing my insides. 

Unable to answer, I stayed silent. Sayu, however, continued to speak, 
her eyes still fixed on the machine. 

"Is it that you don't want me to go home, Mr. Yoshida?" 

This question wasn't any easier to answer. The tone in which Sayu was 
asking these questions, however, was not accusatory. In fact, it felt as if she 
were inviting me to express my true feelings. That felt like an extremely 
difficult thing for me to do. I didn't even have a clear understanding of how 
I was feeling myself. 

I looked back at the cotton candy machine that Sayu was gazing at. 

The skewer we were at first watching was now swaddled in a thick 
layer of cotton, making it nearly invisible. Though the process was a matter 
of wrapping the candy around the skewer in ever-larger layers, it seemed to 
me as if the cotton simply grew on the stick of its own volition. What 
started out as a large chopstick with gauzy wraps around it now looked like 
nothing more than a giant mass of fluffy cotton—its initial shape now gone. 

"No... You should go home." 

I said hesitantly. 

"... Yeah, I should." 


After a slight pause, Sayu, who was next to me, nodded her head. 


She didn't point out that I didn't really answer her question. 

"Okay, all finished." 

The old gentleman thrusted the soccer-ball-sized cotton candy toward 
Sayu. 

"Whoa, it's huge... Thank you so much." 

Sayu said, looking impressed, and took her treat out of the man's 
hands. 

"Wow, it's real cotton candy!" 

Sayu grinned as she showed it to me. She looked every bit as adorable 
as a girl her age should. 

"Turned out pretty good." 

"Yeah! Thanks, Mr. Yoshida." 

Sayu sounded like she was overflowing with joy as she thanked me. I 
simply scratched my nose silently, feeling slightly embarrassed. 

She tore off a piece of cotton candy, and a "wow" escaped her lips. 

"It feels so sticky." 

"Well, duh! It is sugar, you know..." 

I smiled back at Sayu wryly, who responded with, "I guess you're 
right," and put the shred of cotton in her mouth. Then, her eyes opened 
wide. 

"Wow, it melted right away." 

"Haha. I told you, it's sugar." 

Every little reaction she had was like nothing I'd ever seen before, and 


I couldn't help but be amused by it. Sayu pouted at me as I laughed at her. 


"Don't laugh at me! I've never had cotton candy before..." 

"My bad!" 

Sayu sniffed, then tore off another piece. 

"IT never knew how sticky it was. And it melts in your mouth right 
away, too." 

She said in a sing-song voice, having put another piece in her mouth to 
melt on her tongue. 

"If I hadn't met you, I never would've found out what it was like, Mr. 
Yoshida..." 

And if it weren't for you, I wouldn't have come to this summer festival. 
Before I could voice this thought, Sayu turned my way suddenly and tore 
off another tiny piece of cotton candy. 

"Here, Mr. Yoshida. Open wide!" 

"Huh?" 

"Open wide!" 

Sayu had already reached out to hold a piece in front of my mouth 
before I had the chance to respond. I wanted to resist for a moment, but 
unable to fight back, I opened my mouth for her. As she pushed the cotton 
candy in, her finger lightly caressed my lip. 

She pulled her fingers back out, then laughed happily. 

"Cotton candy is so sweet and yummy." 

The piece began melting on my tongue. 

"Yeah..." 


It was surprisingly sweet. 


"Crazy-sweet." 

Sayu giggled, obviously finding my response funny. Then, I heard the 
clacking of her wooden clogs. 

The first summer festival Sayu and I spent together was so special that 
it made us feel like the time itself had slowed down just for us. And yet, at 


the same time, it was over in a flash. 
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